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BATTLE HILL
PLACES OF TRANSITION IN
CHARLES WILLIAMS' DESCENT INTO HELL
MARGARET R. PURDY
C h a r l e s  W i l l i a m s ,  C .S .  L e w is ,  a n d  J .R .R .  T o l ­
k i e n  a l l  w r o t e  m y th o p o e ic  f i c t i o n ,  b u t  w h e r e a s  
T o lk ie n  a n d  L ew is  d rew  t h e i r  fo rm  a n d  im a g e ry  f ro m  
th e  r e a lm  o f  ro m an c e  an d  f a i r y s t o r y ,  C h a r l e s  W i l l ­
ia m s ' n o v e l s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  D e s c e n t  I n t o  H e l l  h a v e  
m ore o f  an  a f f i n i t y  w i t h  s u p e r n a t u r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  
an d  g h o s t  s t o r y .  I n d e e d ,  D e s c e n t  I n t o  H e l l  p r e s e n t s  
t o  t h e  r e a d e r  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  f i c t i o n  a  v e r i t a b l e  
e m b a r ra s  d e  r i c h e s s e s  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  e l e m e n t s .  
B e s id e s  a  c o n v e n t i o n a l  a p p a r i t i o n  (m o re  o r  l e s s )  , 
i t  b o a s t s  a  d o p p le g a n g e r , a  s u c c u b u s , a n d  L i l i t h  
h e r s e l f .  Y e t i t  i s  m uch m o re , o f  c o u r s e ,  t h a n  a 
s im p le  s t o r y  o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l .  ( I t  i s  n o t ,  
in d e e d ,  " s im p le "  i n  a n y  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r d .)  Woven 
i n t o  t h e  b a s i c  f ra m e w o rk  o f  g h o s t  s t o r y  i s  W i l l i a m s ' 
own p e c u l i a r  t h e o lo g y  an d  C h r i s t i a n  sy m b o lo g y . 
A lth o u g h  h e  u s e s  many o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  t r a p p i n g s  
o f  th e  g h o s t  s t o r y ,  h e  i n f u s e s  th em  w i t h  new  m e a n in g .
T h e re  a r e  t h r e e  m a in  t h r e a d s  t o  t h e  s t o r y :  t h e  
d a m n a tio n  o f  L a w re n c e  W e n tw o r th , w h ic h  g iv e s  t h e  
b o o k  i t s  t i t l e ;  t h e  s a l v a t i o n  o f  P a u l i n e  A n s t r u t h e r ;  
an d  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  s u i c i d e .  I  w i l l  d e a l  p r i m a r i l y  
w i th  th e  l a s t  i n  t h i s  p a p e r ,  s i n c e  t h e  s u i c i d e  com es 
c l o s e s t  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e v e n a n t , a n d  a l s o  b e ­
c a u s e  i t  i s  i n  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  m o s t  o f  
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  g h o s t - s t o r y  im a g e s  a r e  f o u n d .  Of 
t h e s e  im a g e s ,  th e  m o s t s t r i k i n g  a r e  t h o s e  o f  t h e  
o th e r w o r ld  i n  w h ic h  th e  g h o s t  m o v e s , a n d  t h e  p l a c e s  
o f  t r a n s i t i o n  fro m  t h e  e a r t h  t o  th e  o t h e r w o r l d ,  b e  
i t  h e a v e n  o r  h e l l .
The s e t t i n g  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  s t o r y  i s  a  p l a c e  
c a l l e d  B a t t l e  H i l l .  I t  i s  a s  a w h o le  a  p l a c e  o f  
t r a n s i t i o n .  I t  i s  a  s u b u r b  o f  L o n d o n , a n d  th u s  a 
p l a c e  t h a t  l i e s  b e tw e e n  c o u n t r y  a n d  c i t y ,  b e tw e e n  
w i l d e r n e s s  an d  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I t  h a s  a l s o  s e e n  many 
men p a s s  f ro m  l i f e  t o  d e a t h ,  b e i n g ,  a s  i t s  nam e 
s u g g e s t s ,  t h e  s i t e  o f  m uch b lo o d s h e d  i n  t h e  p a s t .  
W i l l ia m s  s a y s  o f  i t :
The H i l l ' s  c h r o n i c l e  o f  a n g u i s h  h a d  b e e n  
d u e ,  i n  t e m p o r a l i t i e s ,  t o  i t s  s t r a t e g i c  p o s i ­
t i o n  i n  r e g a r d  t o  L o n d o n , b u t  a  d re a m e r  m ig h t  
h a v e  h a d  n ig h tm a r e s  o f  a  m a g n e t i c  a t t r a c t i o n  
h a b i t u a l l y  t h e r e  d e f l e c t i n g  th e  l i f e  o f  man 
i n t o  d e a t h . 1
The H i l l  i s  th u s  a  p l a c e  w h e re  t h i s  w o r ld  a n d  t h e  
n e x t  a r e  v e r y  c l o s e .  I t  i s  " a  c a p e ,  a  r o u n d e d  h e a d ­
la n d  o f  e a r t h ,  t h r u s t  i n t o  a n  o c e a n  o f  d e a t h . "
(p .  25) " H e re  t h e r e  h a d ,  th r o u g h  t h e  c e n t u r i e s ,  
b e e n  a  c o m p re s s io n  an d  c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  d e a t h  a s  i f  
t h e  c u r r e n t s  o f  m o r t a l i t y  h a d  b e e n  d raw n  h i t h e r  
f ro m  lo n g  d i s t a n c e s  t o  som e w h i r l p o o l  o f  i n v i s i b l e  
d e p t h . "  ( p .  67 ) The d e a d  s u r r o u n d  B a t t l e  H i l l  an d  
p e r v a d e  i t ,  a n d  f ro m  t im e  t o  t im e  " f ro m  o t h e r  p e r ­
io d s  o f  i t s  t im e  o t h e r  c r e a t u r e s  c o u ld  c r a w l  o u t  o f  
d e a t h ,  a n d  i n v i s i b l y  c o n t e m p l a te  t h e  h o u s d s  an d  
p e o p le  o f  t h e  r i s e . "  ( p .  26)
B a t t l e  H i l l  i s  m uch l i k e  t h e  s e t t i n g  f o r  many 
o t h e r  g h o s t  s t o r i e s ; i t  i s  a  p l a c e  t h a t  h a s  s e e n  
d e a t h ,  an d  i s  th u s  r e c e p t i v e  t o  t h e  w o r ld  o f  th e
d e a d .  So a r e  m any o f  t h e  h a u n t e d  h o u s e s  o f  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  f i c t i o n .  B u t B a t t l e  H i l l  i s  m o re . I t  i s  
n o t  o n ly  a  s u b u r b  o f  L o n d o n , b u t  a n  o u t p o s t  o f  th e  
C i t y  w h ic h  f i g u r e s  e v e n  m o re  p r o m in e n t ly  i n  W i l l i a m s ' 
A l l  H a l l o w 's  E v e : t h e  C i t y  o f  G od, o f  w h ic h  L ondon
i s  o n ly  a  r e f l e c t i o n .  I t  i s  a  p l a c e  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  
b e tw e e n  t h e  o u t e r  d a r k n e s s  a n d  t h e  l i g h t  w i t h i n  t h e  
C i ty  w a l l .  I f  i t  i s  a  s i t e  o f  e a r t h l y  b a t t l e s ,  i t  
i s  a l s o  t h e  s i t e  o f  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  b a t t l e  b e tw e e n  
L i l i t h  a n d  t h e  O m n ip o te n c e  f o r  t h e  s o u l s  o f  men.
And i f  i t  i s  a  h i l l  o f  d e a t h ,  i t  i s  a l s o  a " H i l l  o f  
s k u l l s "  ( p .  2 5 ) ,  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  C a lv a r y  w h e re  L i f e  
m e t D e a th  a n d  God b ecam e m an.
To t h i s  p l a c e  o f  d e a t h  com es a  p o o r ,  s i c k ,  
s t a r v i n g  l a b o r e r  w h o se  nam e "n o  o n e  t r o u b l e d  to  
know " (p .  2 5 ) .  He com es f o r  w o rk ,  t o  h e l p  c o n s t r u c t  
t h e  to w n  i n  w h ic h  t h e  s t o r y  t a k e s  p l a c e  ( f o r  t im e s  
a r e  c o e x i s t e n t  i n  som e m e a s u re  on  B a t t l e  H i l l ,  a s  
i n  m any o t h e r  g h o s t  s t o r i e s )  , b u t  h e  i s  n o t  good 
f o r  m uch a n d  h e  i s  d i s c h a r g e d .  F a c e d  w i t h  th e  
s e e m in g ly  h o p e l e s s  p r o s p e c t  o f  r e t u r n i n g  to  London 
an d  h i s  n a g g in g  w i f e ,  h e  d e c id e d  t o  k i l l  h i m s e l f  
r a t h e r  th a n  c o n t i n u e  w a lk in g  down t h e  g u t t e r  i n  
w h ic h  h e  h a s  l i v e d  a l l  h i s  l i f e ,  h a u n te d  b y  h i s  
w i f e ' s  p e r p e t u a l  v o i c e .  I n  o n e  o f  t h e  u n f i n i s h e d  
h o u s e s  h e  rem e m b ers  h a v in g  s e e n  a  r o p e ,  an d  f o r  
t h i s  p l a c e  h e  s e t s  o u t .
He p a s s e s  i n t o  a  r e g i o n  w h e re  c o n s t r u c t i o n  i s  
g o in g  o n . T h is  a r e a  i s  s y m b o l ic  o f  t h e  w ea k en e d  o r  
in c o m p le te  b a r r i e r s  b e tw e e n  o u r  w o r ld  an d  th e  o t h e r -  
w o r ld  t h a t  e x i s t  on  B a t t l e  H i l l .  I t  i s  d e s c r i b e d  
a s  " a  p l a c e  w h ic h  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  a n  o v e r th r o w n  
r a t h e r  t h a n  an  a r i s i n g  c i t y "  ( p .  2 8 ) ;  by  h i s  r e s ­
o lv e  t o  d i e ,  t h e  man h a s  a l r e a d y  b r o k e n  down some 
o f  t h e  b a r r i e r s  b e tw e e n  t h e  l i v i n g  a n d  t h e  d e a d .
B u t t h e  h o u s e s  th e m s e lv e s  r e f l e c t  d e a t h ;  th e y  a r e  
s k e l e t o n s ,  sy m b o ls  o f  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  a n d  i n  t h i s  
r e s p e c t  t h e y  m i r r o r  t h e  man h i m s e l f .  He to o  i s  
h a r d l y  m ore  t h a n  t h e  b a r e  b o n e s  o f  m an , n o t  o n ly  
p h y s i c a l l y  b u t  s p i r i t u a l l y .  A l l  h i s  l i f e  h e  h a s  
b e e n  d e p r i v e d  o f  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  n o u r i s h m e n t  o f  l o v e ,  
a n d  i t  i s  t h i s  w h ic h  h a s  d r i v e n  h im  t o  t h e  b r i n k  o f  
d e s t r u c t i o n .
He com es t o  t h e  h o u s e  w h e re  h e  h a d  s e e n  th e  
r o p e ,  a n d  t h e r e  in d e e d  h e  f i n d s  i t .  Now a l l  t h a t  
r e m a in s  i s  t o  p e r f o r m  t h e  a c t i o n s  t h a t  w i l l  l e a d  
to  d e a t h .  He com es t o  t h e  f o o t  o f  t h e  l a d d e r  t h a t  
l e a d s  t o  t h e  u p p e r  f l o o r s .  T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  h o u s e  
now r e f l e c t s  h im . The r u n g s  o f  t h e  l a d d e r  a r e  
" b o n e - w h i t e  i n  t h e  m o o n ,"  a n d  a s  h e  c l im b s  i t  h e  
m o u n ts  " o n  t h e  b o n e s  o f  h i s  b o d y . . . h e  c l a m b e r / s /  
th r o u g h  h i s  s k e l e t o n  t o  t h e  p l a c e  o f  h i s  s k u l l "
( p .  2 9 ) .  He i s  a n  u n f i n i s h e d  man s e e k in g  a n  u n ­
t i m e l y  f i n i s h :  "T h e  r o o f  w as n o t  o n ,  n o r  h i s  l i f e
b u i l t  u p "  ( p .  2 9 ) ,  n e v e r  h a v in g  b e e n  c o m p le te d  b y  
lo v e .
A t t h e  to p  o f  t h e  l a d d e r  t h e  man r e a c h e s  th e  
p l a t f o r m ,  th e  " s t a g e  b e tw e e n  e a r t h  a n d  sk y "  ( p .  33) 
t h a t  i s  h i s  u l t i m a t e  p o i n t  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  b e tw e e n  
l i f e  an d  d e a t h .  H e re  h e  p r e p a r e s  h i s  r o p e ,  an d  
e v e n  i n  t h e  m om ent o f  i n d e c i s i o n  when h e  f i n d s  t h a t
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t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  so m e th in g  in  him  w h ich  d o es  n o t  w ish  
to  d i e ,  h e  sways and  f a l l s ,  p a s s in g  th e  b a r r i e r .
A t f i r s t  h e  d o es  n o t  know i t .  He f i n d s  h im ­
s e l f ,  i t  seem s, a t  th e  b a s e  o f  th e  same l a d d e r .  Up 
he c l im b s  a g a in .  H ere  one m ig h t d e t e c t  a p a t t e r n  
o f  r e p e t i t i o n  b e g in n in g ,  a s  i n  so  many g h o s t  s t o r ­
i e s ;  i t  i s  e a s y  to  e n v i s io n  th e  p o o r  man g o in g  
th ro u g h  h i s  s u i c i d e  a g a in  and a g a in ,  e n d l e s s l y .
B ut t h i s  s u i c i d e  i s  n o t  so  dam ned. When he a r r i v e s  
a t  th e  p la t f o r m  once a g a in ,  th e  ro p e  i s  n o t  t h e r e .
He i s  p la c e d ,  f o r  th e  m om ent, i n  th e  shadowy w o rld  
o f  th e  d e a d , and f o r  a l i t t l e  w h i le  h e  i s  g iv e n  
p e a c e  and q u i e t ,  a lo n e .  B u t h e  c a n n o t s t a y  i n  t h i s  
p la c e  f o r e v e r .  I t  i s  no  p e rm a n en t a b id in g  p la c e ;  
i t  to o  i s  i n  t r a n s i t i o n .  The la n d  i s  i n  t w i l i g h t ,  
b u t  now th e y  a r e  w a i t in g  to  b e  f i n i s h e d ,  n o t  d e ­
s t r o y e d .  The man m ust ch o o se  b e tw e e n  th e  l i g h t  and 
th e  shadow s, b e tw e en  s a l v a t i o n  and d a m n a tio n .
He i s  e v e n tu a l ly  s a v e d , w i th  th e  h e lp  o f  th e  
lo v e  o f  M a rg a re t A n s t r u t h e r ,  P a u l i n e 's  g ra n d m o th e r . 
M rs. A n s t r u th e r  i s  h e r s e l f  n e a r  d e a th ,  a d e a th  lo n g  
a w a ite d  and c o n te n te d ly  p r e p a re d  f o r .  She i s  th u s  
m ore th a n  h a l f  in  th e  o th e rw o r ld  a l r e a d y ,  and  a b l e  
to  r e a c h  o u t  e a s i l y  to  th e  d ead  man w i th  C h r i s t i a n  
lo v e ,  t e l l i n g  him  to  w a i t  f o r  th e  l i g h t .  W ith  th e  
h e lp  o f  h e r  lo v e  h e  now h a s  th e  c o u ra g e  to  f a c e  i t ,  
and he r e t u r n s  a g a in  to  th e  h o u se  o f  h i s  t r a n s i t i o n .  
Once m ore h e  m ounts h i s  l a d d e r  o f  bone  to  th e  h ig h  
p la t f o r m - - a n d  he i s  i n  L aw rence W e n tw o r th 's  bed room . 
The h o u se  i s  now c o m p le te ,  and he to o  i s  c o m p le te . 
M a rg a re t A n s t r u t h e r 's  lo v e  h a s  f u l f i l l e d  h im , and 
now he i s  r e a d y  to  s e t  o u t  f o r  th e  C i t y ,  d i r e c t e d  
by P a u l in e .
T h u s, a s  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  g h o s t  s t o r y ,  th e  
b a s i s  o f  D e sc e n t I n to  H e l l  i s  th e  m e e tin g  o f  t h i s  
w o rld  and th e  o th e r w o r ld ,  and  o f  th e  t r a f f i c  b e ­
tw een  them . I t s  s e t t i n g  i s  a p la c e  w here  th e  w o rld s  
l i e  i n  c l o s e  p r o x im i ty ,  a s  i n  many a h a u n te d  h o u s e ,  
w here  th e  b a r r i e r s  b e tw e e n  them  a r e  in c o m p le te .
Y et th e  b a t t l e  o f  B a t t l e  H i l l  i s  th e  b a t t l e  o f  s a l v a ­
t i o n  and d a m n a tio n , and th ro u g h  th e  O m nipo tence  th e  
in c o m p le te n e s s  o f  th e  s o u l  i s  c o m p le te d . C h a r le s  
W illia m s  t a k e s  h i s  g h o s t  s t o r y ,  an d  to u c h e s  i t  w i th  
th e  n u m in o u s , g iv in g  i t s  sym bols a  s a c r a m e n ta l  
m e a n in g .
1 C h a r le s  W il l ia m s , D e sc e n t I n to  H e l l  (G rand  R a p id s ,  
M ic h ig a n : W illia m  B. Eerdm ans P u b l i s h in g  Company,
1 9 7 5 ) , p . 24. A l l  o th e r  r e f e r e n c e s  w i l l  be to  t h i s  
e d i t i o n  and w i l l  b e  c i t e d  p a r e n t h e t i c a l l y  i n  th e  
t e x t .
M Y T H P R I N T I S  
B A C K !
A f te r  more th a n  a y ea r  and a h a l f ,  M yth prin t has r e ­
sumed p u b lic a t io n  w ith  a new s t a f f .  The E d ito r  i s  David  
Bratman; th e  M anaging E d ito r  i s  L isa  D e u tsc h . I t  i s  p u b lish e d  
in  a fo u r -p a g e  form at th a t  p r im a r ily  f e a tu r e s  D is c u s s io n  
Group m eetin g  in fo r m a t io n  and in fo r m a t io n  ab ou t o th e r  groups 
th a t  have r e la t e d  i n t e r e s t s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  S o c i e t y  n ew s, book  
announcem ents, and E d i t o r ia l s  and R ev iew s.
M yth prin t i s  p u b lish e d  m o n th ly . S u b s c r ip t io n ,  in c lu d -  
in g  m embership in  th e  S o c i e t y ,  i s  $4 fo r  12 i s s u e s  (one y e a r ) . 
P le a s e  add $ 1 .8 0  fo r  F ir s t  C la ss  d e l i v e r y ,  i f  d e s ir e d .
Checks sh o u ld  be made p a y a b le  to  The M yth opoeic S o c i e t y .
The a d d r e ss  fo r  a l l  m a il c o n c e r n in g  M yth p r in t i s  
P o st  O f f ic e  Box 2 8 4 2 7 , San J o s e ,  C a l i f o r n ia  9 5 1 5 9 .
THREE SONGS FROMTHE 
BUBBLING SKY
T h e  S o n g  o f  t h e  F o u n t a i n
A  fo u n ta in  fa lls o n  
t h e  b l a c k  m o u n t a i n .
T h e  r o c k s  a r e  c o o l in  
th e  p o o l  o f  f u r y . H i g h  
i s  th e  s p r a y h i g h  i s  
t h e  m o u n t a i n h i g h  
is  th e  d a y h i g h  i s  
t h e  f o u n t a i n . I n  a  
s h o w e r  o f  s u n i n  a  
g o ld e n  d o w e r y o u r  
p e a c e  s h a l l  f a l l a n d  
y o u r  p a i n  s h a l l  c e a s e .
T h e  S o n g  o f  t h e  D o o r s  o f  t h e  N o r t h
W h e r e  d i d  y o u  b a t h e
O  b i r d  b r i g h t l y  p l u m e d
T h a t  y o u r  f e a t h e r s
a r e  d ia m o n d - d e w e d ?
T h e  d o o r s  o f  t h e  N o r t h
w e r e  o p e n  w id e
a n d  t h r o u g h  a  f o u n t a i n
I  f l e w .
T h e  S o n g  o f  th e  B u b b l in g  S k y
B e tw e e n  m y  t o e s
t h e  b u b b l i n g  s k y
i n  b e a u t y  g r o w s
a n d  g r o w s  a  t r e e
o f s ilver  ra in th a t  
s h o w e r s  o n  m e .
- - I a n  McMurdo
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